Two Tales of Academic Collaboration by Aboufadel, Edward F.
Grand Valley Review
Volume 18 | Issue 1 Article 5
1-1-1998
Two Tales of Academic Collaboration
Edward F. Aboufadel
Grand Valley State University
Follow this and additional works at: http://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/gvr
This Article is brought to you for free and open access by ScholarWorks@GVSU. It has been accepted for inclusion in Grand Valley Review by an
authorized administrator of ScholarWorks@GVSU. For more information, please contact scholarworks@gvsu.edu.
Recommended Citation
Aboufadel, Edward F. (1998) "Two Tales of Academic Collaboration," Grand Valley Review: Vol. 18: Iss. 1, Article 5.
Available at: http://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/gvr/vol18/iss1/5
T w o  T a l e s  o f  A c a d e m i c  C o l l a b o r a t i o n  
b y  E d w a r d  F .  A b o u f a d e l  
+  
S i n c e  b e g i n n i n g  m y  c a r e e r  a s  a  p r o f e s s o r  s i x  y e a r s  a g o ,  I  h a v e  b e e n  
a t t r a c t e d  t o  e x p e r i e n c e s  o f  a c a d e m i c  c o l l a b o r a t i o n .  L e s s o n s  c a n  b e  
l e a r n e d  f r o m  t w o  c o l l a b o r a t i o n s  t h a t  I  h a v e  b e e n  a  
p a r t  o f ,  f o r  i n  t h e m  w e  c a n  s e e  r e a s o n s  w h y  s o m e -
o n e  w o u l d  w a n t  t o  g e t  i n v o l v e d  i n  t h i s  t y p e  o f  
p r o j e c t ,  a n d  a l s o  r e a s o n s  w h y  s o m e o n e  m i g h t  p r e -
f e r  t o  " g o  i t  a l o n e . "  I  v i e w  o n e  o f  t h e  c o l l a b o r a -
t i o n s  a s  s u c c e s s f u l ,  w h i l e  t h e  o t h e r  o n e  w a s  n o t ,  
a l t h o u g h  a  q u e s t i o n  t o  c o n s i d e r  i s  h o w  o n e  m e a -
s u r e s  w h e t h e r  o r  n o t  a  c o l l a b o r a t i o n  i s  s u c c e s s f u l .  
E d w a r d  A b o u f a d e l ,  
a n  a s s o c i a t e  p r o f e s -
s o r ,  t e a c h e s  i n  t h e  
D e p a r t m e n t  o f  M a t h  
a n d  S t a t i s t i c s .  H e  
c a m e  t o  G V S U  i n  
1 9 9 5 .  
T h e r e  a r e  a  n u m b e r  o f  r e a s o n s  w h y  p a r t i c i p a t i n g  i n  a  c o l l a b o r a -
t i o n  h a s  b e e n  a t t r a c t i v e  t o  m e .  F i r s t  a n d  f o r e m o s t ,  i t  a f f o r d s  m e  t h e  
o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  l e a r n  a b o u t  a n  a r e a  o f  m a t h e m a t i c s  o r  m a t h e m a t i c s  
e d u c a t i o n  t h a t  I  m i g h t  n o t  h a v e  e x p e r t i s e  i n .  I n  s o m e  c a s e s ,  a  c o l -
l a b o r a t i o n  i s  a n  i n t e r d i s c i p l i n a r y  a f f a i r ,  c o m b i n i n g  m a t h e m a t i c s  w i t h  
a n o t h e r  a r e a  s u c h  a s  e c o n o m i c s ,  g e o l o g y ,  o r  h i s t o r y .  A l s o ,  t h e r e  a r e  
s o c i a l  a s p e c t s  o f  c o l l a b o r a t i o n  t h a t  I  f i n d  a p p e a l i n g .  F o r  m y  t a s t e ,  
1  
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too much of the work on my doctoral dissertation was done in 
isolation. 
Although learning new ideas is important, I have found that as 
a young faculty member, an overriding goal of all of my profes-
sional activities has been to publish papers. After six years working 
in graduate school-in an environment whose primary value can be 
summarized as "Do Research! Get Published!"-it is not hard to 
see why publishing has been my principal goal. Reflecting on my 
collaborations, I often felt that the chief measure of whether or not 
the project was successful was if I was able to add something to my 
vita. I'm not proud of this attitude, particularly now that I am a 
little older, but it is something to be noticed in the two tales of 
collaboration that I will spin below. 
Fool's Gold 
The beginnings of this collaboration can be found as I started gradu-
ate studies in mathematics at Rutgers University in August 1986. 
After earning a bachelor's degree in mathematics from Michigan 
State University, I went on to graduate school with the idea of be-
coming a professor, but I felt a lot of anxiety about that choice. 
Looking back a decade, I now see what is dear: I had an equal if not 
greater interest in teaching collegiate mathematics than in high-pow-
ered research. After three semesters at Rutgers, I determined that I 
wanted to take at least one course in mathematics education. With 
the recommendation of a faculty member, I approached a profes-
sor, to whom I will give the pseudonym "Dr. Aurum," about an 
independent study on the work of George Polya, a noted researcher 
in mathematics and mathematics education (in retrospect, a role 
model for me). Dr. Aurum agreed, and I enrolled for an indepen-
dent study course for Spring semester 1988. 
The course began with a study of Polya's idea that we should 
strive to teach "insightful knowledge, [which] is a more ambitious 
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a i m  t h a n  m e c h a n i c a l  k n o w l e d g e "  ( P o l y a ,  1 9 8 4 ) .  I n s i g h t f u l  k n o w l -
e d g e ,  i n  t h i s  s e n s e ,  c a n  o c c u r  t h r o u g h  w h a t  i s  k n o w n  a s  " d i s c o v e r y  
l e a r n i n g , "  w h i c h  p l a c e s  a n a l o g y  a n d  p l a u s i b l e  a r g u m e n t  a b o v e  t w o  
i d e a l s  t h a t  m a t h e m a t i c i a n s  s t r i v e  f o r :  p r e c i s e  d e f i n i t i o n s  a n d  r i g o r -
o u s  d e m o n s t r a t i o n s .  T h e  g o a l  o f  t h i s  t y p e  o f  l e a r n i n g  i s  s u m m a -
r i z e d  b y  P o l y a  a s  f o l l o w s :  ' ' A  m a t h e m a t i c i a n  w h o  h a s  c h e c k e d  t h e  
d e t a i l s  o f  a  d e m o n s t r a t i o n  s t e p  b y  s t e p ,  a n d  h a s  f o u n d  e a c h  s t e p  i n  
o r d e r ,  m a y  s t i l l  b e  d i s s a t i s f i e d .  H e  n e e d s  s o m e t h i n g  m o r e  t o  s a t i s f y  
h i m s e l f  t h a n  t h e  c o r r e c t n e s s  o f  e a c h  d e t a i l .  H e  w a n t s  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  
t h e  d e m o n s t r a t i o n "  ( P o l y a ,  1 9 5 4 ) .  P o l y a ,  i n  v a r i o u s  w r i t i n g s ,  s u g -
g e s t e d  m e t h o d s  t h a t  c a n  b e  u s e d  t o  r e a c h  t h i s  s o r t  o f  u n d e r s t a n d i n g .  
A b o u t  t h e  m i d d l e  o f  t h e  s e m e s t e r ,  D r .  A u r u m  c o u l d  s e n s e  t h a t  
m a n y  o f  t h e  i d e a s  o f  P o l y a  w e r e  n o t  s i n k i n g  i n ,  a n d  h e  s u g g e s t e d  a n  
e x e r c i s e .  W o u l d  i t  b e  p o s s i b l e  t o  a p p l y  P o l y a ' s  m e t h o d s  t o  h e l p  m e  
b e t t e r  u n d e r s t a n d  s o m e  g r a d u a t e  l e v e l  m a t h e m a t i c s  t h a t  I  w a s  f i n d -
i n g  d i f f i c u l t ?  T h e r e  w a s  a  c o u r s e  i n  t h e  a r e a  o f  a l g e b r a i c  t o p o l o g y  
w h e r e  I  c o u l d  s o l v e  m a n y  o f  t h e  p r o b l e m s ,  b u t  h a d  l i t t l e  i d e a  o f  
w h a t  i t  a l l  m e a n t .  I  w e n t  h o m e  t h a t  d a y  a n d  b e g a n  w o r k i n g  o n  t w o  
p r o b l e m s  t h a t  I  h a d  a l r e a d y  s o l v e d  i n  t h a t  c o u r s e ,  b u t  t h i s  t i m e  I  
t r i e d  t o  b e  v e r y  a w a r e  o f  w h a t  I  w a s  d o i n g  a n d  w h y  I  w a s  d o i n g  i t .  
A t  t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  e v e n i n g ,  I  s t i l l  d i d n ' t  u n d e r s t a n d .  
T h e  n e x t  t i m e  I  m e t  w i t h  D r .  A u r u m ,  h e  i n t e r v i e w e d  m e  a b o u t  
m y  w o r k .  I  w o u l d  s a y  t h i n g s  l i k e ,  " T h i s  s y m b o l  h e r e  i s  c a l l e d  a  
c h a i n , "  a n d  h e  w o u l d  a s k  q u e s t i o n s  l i k e ,  " W h y  i s  i t  c a l l e d  a  c h a i n ? "  
a n d  " I f  y o u  w e r e  g o i n g  t o  i n v e n t  a  m a t h e m a t i c a l  o b j e c t  c a l l e d  a  
c h a i n ,  w h a t  w o u l d  y o u  c r e a t e ? "  A s  w e  c o n d u c t e d  t h i s  c o n v e r s a t i o n ,  
I  b e g a n  t o  g r a s p  t h e  m e a n i n g  b e h i n d  t h e  s y m b o l s .  T e c h n i c a l  m a t h -
e m a t i c a l  t e r m s  s u c h  a s  c y c l e  a n d  b o u n d a r y  o p e r a t o r  b e g a n  t o  m a k e  
s e n s e .  S u d d e n l y ,  a l g e b r a i c  t o p o l o g y  w a s n ' t  s o  m y s t e r i o u s  a n d  i n -
t i m i d a t i n g .  A n d  n e i t h e r  w a s  P o l y a .  A t  t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  h o u r ,  D r .  
A u r u m  a s k e d  m e  t h a t  I  w r i t e  d o w n  a  t r a n s c r i p t  o f  t h e  m e e t i n g  t o  
t h e  b e s t  o f  m y  a b i l i t y ,  a n d  I  d i d  s o .  T h i s  o n e  w o n d e r f u l  i n t e r v i e w  
w i t h  h i m  t a u g h t  m e  a  l o t  a b o u t  m a t h e m a t i c s  e d u c a t i o n .  
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Later that semester, Dr. Aurum suggested that our meeting could 
be the basis for a good paper in mathematics education on the topic 
of applying Polya's idea to graduate level mathematics. At the time 
I was pleasantly shocked at the suggestion, but also wary, since I 
never had anything published before, and, of course, the purpose of 
being at Rutgers was to write a dissertation in mathematics and 
earn my Ph.D. As a result, I did not pursue his suggestion that year, 
but kept all my notes with the thought that I would return to it 
sometime in the future. 
That time was four years later, as I had just finished my disserta-
tion. By May 1992, I had my Ph.D. in hand and had accepted a 
position as an assistant professor at Southern Connecticut State 
University, in New Haven. With a free summer ahead of me, I 
went back to Dr. Aurum to see if he was still interested in writing a 
paper with me on that fateful conversation. (This wasn't totally 
out of the blue, since I had kept in touch with him and also worked 
in his research center for a while after the independent study.) He 
was quite enthusiastic about the idea, and suggested that I write an 
initial draft that summer. I did, and we began our collaboration. 
We met at the end of the summer, before I moved to New Ha-
ven, and Dr. Aurum had some excellent ideas for the paper. My 
first draft was basically the transcript that I had written four years 
before, and he suggested that we needed a significant introduction 
to explain the ideas of Polya. He promised to work on that. Also 
needed was some annotation of the transcript, since it gave the im-
pression, at first reading, that we were not qualified to say anything 
professional about algebraic topology. We determined to continue 
working on the paper, and to communicate with each other by 
phone, and by e-mail. 
Over the next two years, I learned a few hard lessons about 
academic collaboration. Communicating with Dr. Aurum turned 
out to be difficult. E-mails I sent would yield replies such as, "Go-
ing out of the country for six weeks. Will respond when I get back." 
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D r .  A u r u m  w a s  d o i n g  a  l o t  o f  t r a v e l i n g ,  a n d ,  i t  t u r n e d  o u t ,  n o t  a  l o t  
o f  w r i t i n g .  B e t w e e n  A u g u s t  1 9 9 2  a n d  M a y  1 9 9 4 ,  w e  h a d  o n l y  t h r e e  
s i g n i f i c a n t  c o n v e r s a t i o n s  a b o u t  t h e  p a p e r .  I n  e a c h  c a s e ,  w e  m a d e  
s o m e  p r o g r e s s  w i t h  i t ,  a n d  e a c h  o f  u s  p r o m i s e d  t o  c o n t i n u e  w o r k -
i n g  o n  t h e  w r i t i n g ,  b u t  i n  e a c h  c a s e ,  I  w a s  d o i n g  m y  p a r t ,  b u t  D r .  
A u r u m  w a s  n o t  d o i n g  h i s .  A t  o n e  p o i n t ,  I  a c t u a l l y  g o t  a  l i t t l e  r u d e  
w i t h  h i m ,  w r i t i n g  h i m  a n  e - m a i l  i n  D e c e m b e r  1 9 9 3  w i t h  t h e  h e a d -
i n g ,  " E N O U G H ! "  I t  d i d  g e t  h i s  a t t e n t i o n ,  b e c a u s e  I  s o o n  r e c e i v e d  
a  p h o n e  c a l l  f r o m  h i m ,  a n d  h e  s o u n d e d  a  b i t  w o u n d e d .  
N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  t w o  y e a r s  s e e m e d  l i k e  a n  a w f u l  l o n g  t i m e  t o  w r i t e  
t h i s  m a n u s c r i p t .  
M e a n w h i l e ,  m y  a t t e m p t s  t o  p u b l i s h  m y  d i s s e r t a t i o n  a n d  p r o v e  
n e w  r e s u l t s  h a d  b e e n  f r u i t l e s s .  I  w a s  g e t t i n g  r a t h e r  f r u s t r a t e d  w i t h  
t h e  w h o l e  " D o  R e s e a r c h !  G e t  P u b l i s h e d ! "  p a r a d i g m ,  a n d  w i t h  D r .  
A u r u m .  T h e  f i n a l  s t r a w  f o r  t h e  P o l y a  p a p e r  c a m e  i n  M a y  1 9 9 4 ,  
w h e n  a n  e - m a i l  f r o m  D r .  A u r u m  i n d i c a t e d  t h a t  h e  h a d  m i s p l a c e d  
h i s  c o p y  o f  t h e  m o s t  r e c e n t  v e r s i o n  o f  " P o l y a  a n d  A l g e b r a i c  T o p o l -
o g y . "  H e  c o u l d n ' t  f i n d  i t  o n  h i s  c o m p u t e r ,  e i t h e r ,  s o  h e  r e q u e s t e d  
t h a t  I  s e n d  h i m  a  h a r d  c o p y .  H e  a l s o  m e n t i o n e d  t h a t  h e  w a s  h e a d e d  
f o r  G e r m a n y  ( a g a i n )  s o o n .  W i t h  m y  l a s t  r a t i o n  o f  h o p e ,  I  s e n t  a  
c o p y  o f  t h e  a r t i c l e  t o  a n  a d d r e s s  i n  G e r m a n y  t h a t  h e  g a v e  m e ,  a l o n g  
w i t h  a  c o v e r  l e t t e r  e x p l a i n i n g  w h a t  I  t h o u g h t  s t i l l  n e e d e d  t o  b e  d o n e .  
I  w o n d e r e d  i f  h e  w o u l d  w r i t e  b a c k  t h a t  s u m m e r .  
D u r i n g  t h i s  t i m e ,  a  f e w  o t h e r  i n t e r e s t i n g  t h i n g s  w e r e  h a p p e n i n g  
i n  m y  p r o f e s s i o n a l  l i f e .  T h a t  M a y ,  I  w r o t e  a  d i f f e r e n t  p a p e r  a b o u t  
c o l l e g i a t e  m a t h e m a t i c s  e d u c a t i o n  t h a t  I  s e n t  t o  a  j o u r n a l  c a l l e d  
P R I M U S .  T w o  w e e k s  l a t e r ,  I  r e c e i v e d  a  l e t t e r  s a y i n g  t h a t  t h e y  w a n t e d  
t o  p u b l i s h  t h a t  m a n u s c r i p t .  T h e  e d i t o r  w r o t e  t h a t  t h i s  w a s  e x a c t l y  
t h e  t y p e  o f  p a p e r  t h e y  w e r e  l o o k i n g  f o r .  A l s o ,  I  h a d  b e e n  a c c e p t e d  
t o  b e  a  p a r t i c i p a n t  a t  t w o  d i f f e r e n t  N S F  ( N a t i o n a l  S c i e n c e  F o u n d a -
t i o n )  c o n f e r e n c e s  t h a t  s u m m e r .  B e s i d e s  g i v i n g  m e  a  b r o a d e r  v i e w  
o f  a c a d e m i a ,  a t t e n d i n g  t h e s e  c o n f e r e n c e s  w o u l d  l e a d ,  i n d i r e c t l y ,  t o  
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three publications for me, which was very important to me at the 
time. 
By December 1994, I had a few publications on my vita, and I 
was feeling much more confident about my professional life. Also, I 
decided to seek a new position at another school (which turned out 
to be GVSU). Finally, not having heard from Dr. Aurum since he 
left for Germany, I decided to forget about our paper. I didn't think 
it was worth expending any more energy. I had too many other 
things to do. Apparently, Dr. Aurum did, too. He never wrote 
back. 
If you measure it in terms of "did I get a paper published?" then 
this first academic collaboration was a failure. A lesson to learn 
from all of this is to choose your collaborators carefully. I believe 
that participants in a project like this should have similar goals, 
whether it is to publish an article or just to learn something new, 
and they should also possess a similar level of commitment. Al-
though I appreciate the ideas I came to understand better by writ-
ing my part of the paper-ideas that I use today when teaching 
mathematics-dearly my goal for this project was to advance my-
self professionally. Just as clearly, Dr. Aurum was successful enough 
already that he had other things on his mind. 
Simon Says 
This second story concerns one of the NSF conferences that I at-
tended during summer 1994 at Rennselaer Polytechnic Institute 
(RPI) in Troy, New York. The conference focused on how to work 
with differential equations, in the classroom and in research, using 
a software program called Maple. Maple can do many mathematical 
tasks symbolically, rather than numerically (for example, on a cal-
culator, ~ + o is computed as 0.75, while Maple computes f). I 
had just begun learning about this software at work and, since my 
dissert; 
cover 1 
Th 
one-on 
amoun 
Many 
some c 
helped 
that a 1 
workin 
and pr 
though 
In 
Maple, 
that co 
with Si 
nally fJ 
who w 
about 
Simon'. 
tions v 
happy 
Du 
Leaky' 
are exJ 
you ha 
ptpes a 
than d 
one of 
tank w 
the wa 
used tc 
l t  t h e  
a n d  I  
u s o ,  I  
d  o u t  
l C e  h e  
t h i n k  
o t h e r  
w r o t e  
' t h e n  
l e a r n  
d i e v e  
g o a l s ,  
;  n e w ,  
.  A l -
w r i t -
c h i n g  
~my­
w u g h  
·  I  a t -
t i t u t e  
w o r k  
u s m g  
t a t i c a l  
a  c a l -
f ) .  I  
: e  m y  
T w o  T a l e s  o f  A c a d e m i c  C o l l a b o r a t i o n  7  
d i s s e r t a t i o n  w a s  i n  d i f f e r e n t i a l  e q u a t i o n s ,  I  w a s  m o t i v a t e d  t o  d i s -
c o v e r  m o r e .  
T h e  a c t i v i t y  o f  t h e  c o n f e r e n c e  c o n s i s t e d  o f  c o n v e r s a t i o n s ,  b o t h  
o n e - o n - o n e  a n d  i n  g r o u p s ,  o n  d i f f e r e n t  t o p i c s ,  a n d  a  s i g n i f i c a n t  
a m o u n t  o f  t i m e  i n  a  c o m p u t e r  l a b  s o l v i n g  p r o b l e m s  u s i n g  M a p l e .  
M a n y  o f  t h e  c o n v e r s a t i o n s  t u r n e d  o u t  t o  b e  e f f e c t i v e  t h e r a p y  f o r  
s o m e  o f  w o r r i e s  a b o u t  m y  c a r e e r .  O n e  o f  t h e  p r o f e s s o r s  a t  R P I  
h e l p e d  m e  c l a r i f y  m y  t h o u g h t s  a b o u t  r e s e a r c h ,  a n d  i t  t u r n e d  o u t  
t h a t  a  n u m b e r  o f  f a c u l t y  d i d  n o t  s e e m  q u i t e  h a p p y  w h e r e  t h e y  w e r e  
w o r k i n g ,  e i t h e r .  A l s o ,  I  d i s c o v e r e d  t h a t  I  w a s  m o r e  k n o w l e d g e a b l e  
a n d  p r o g r e s s i v e  a b o u t  c o l l e g i a t e  m a t h e m a t i c s  e d u c a t i o n  t h a n  I  
t h o u g h t .  I  s t a r t e d  t o  v i e w  m y  c a r e e r  a  b i t  d i f f e r e n t l y .  
I n  t h e  c o m p u t e r  l a b ,  o u r  t a s k ,  o n c e  w e  l e a r n e d  t h e  b a s i c s  o f  
M a p l e ,  w a s  t o  w o r k  i n  g r o u p s  o f  t w o  o r  t h r e e  t o  d e v e l o p  a  p r o j e c t  
t h a t  c o u l d  b e  u s e d  i n  a  d i f f e r e n t i a l  e q u a t i o n s  c o u r s e .  I  w a s  p a r t n e r e d  
w i t h  S i m o n  T a v e n e r  o f  P e n n  S t a t e  U n i v e r s i t y ,  a  m a t h e m a t i c i a n  o r i g i -
n a l l y  f r o m  E n g l a n d .  S i m o n  w a s  a c q u a i n t e d  w i t h  a  f r i e n d  o f  m i n e  
w h o  w a s  a  g r a d u a t e  s t u d e n t  a t  P e n n  S t a t e  a t  t h a t  t i m e .  M y  f r e t t i n g  
a b o u t  r e s e a r c h  w a s  m a t c h e d  ( a n d ,  i n  s o m e  o d d  w a y ,  p l a c a t e d )  b y  
S i m o n ' s  w o r r y i n g  a b o u t  h i s  u p c o m i n g  t e n u r e  d e c i s i o n .  C o n v e r s a -
t i o n s  w i t h  h i m  m a d e  m e  b e g i n  t o  r e c o g n i z e  t h a t  I  w o u l d  n o t  b e  
h a p p y  w o r k i n g  a t  a  b i g  r e s e a r c h  i n s t i t u t i o n .  
D u r i n g  t h e  w e e k ,  t h e  t w o  o f  u s  d e v e l o p e d  a  p r o j e c t  c a l l e d  " T h e  
L e a k y  T a n k . "  N o r m a l l y  i n  a  d i f f e r e n t i a l  e q u a t i o n s  c o u r s e ,  s t u d e n t s  
a r e  e x p o s e d  t o  w h a t  a r e  c a l l e d  " m i x i n g  p r o b l e m s . "  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  
y o u  h a v e  a  t a n k  p a r t i a l l y  f i l l e d  w i t h  s a l t y  w a t e r ,  a n d  t h e r e  a r e  t w o  
p i p e s  a t t a c h e d  t o  t h e  t a n k .  M o r e  w a t e r ,  w i t h  a  d i f f e r e n t  l e v e l  o f  s a l t  
t h a n  t h e  w a t e r  i n  t h e  t a n k  i n i t i a l l y ,  i s  p u m p e d  i n t o  t h e  t a n k  t h r o u g h  
o n e  o f  t h e  p i p e s ,  a n d  t h e  s e c o n d  p i p e  i s  a t t a c h e d  t o  a  d r a i n  i n  t h e  
t a n k  w h e r e  t h e  s a l t y  w a t e r  c a n  f l o w  o u t .  O v e r  t i m e ,  t h e  s a l i n i t y  o f  
t h e  w a t e r  i n  t h e  t a n k  w i l l  c h a n g e ,  a n d  d i f f e r e n t i a l  e q u a t i o n s  c a n  b e  
u s e d  t o  m o d e l  t h i s  s i t u a t i o n .  T h e  i d e a s  i n  t h i s  p r o b l e m  c a n  b e  a p -
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plied to the study of pollution in the Great Lakes, or of carbon 
dioxide in the atmosphere. 
In our project, the tank in question had a leak-in effect a sec-
ond drain-and we wanted to determine the rate at which the salty 
water was coming out of the leak. We imagined that the tank was 
buried so that we could not directly measure this rate, but we could 
measure the saltiness of the water coming into and going out of the 
tank. The analysis of this situation led to some messy equations, 
which, it turned out, Maple could handle much more quickly than 
we could, which was the whole point. By the end of the week, we 
had developed a nice project that was distributed to the rest of the 
participants. 
Early that autumn, I received a phone call from Simon, who 
called to suggest that our project could be the basis for a good paper 
in mathematics education on the topic of applying Maple to the 
problem of leaky tanks. At the time I was pleasantly shocked at the 
suggestion, but also wary, since the troubles with Dr. Aurum were 
still in progress. I told Simon about Dr. Aurum and my concerns, 
and he assured me that things would be different this time. For 
one, Simon was going to take the lead in the writing. Secondly, 
Simon liked e-mail, and further, he was planning to be in New En-
gland later that fall, and would stop by New Haven to work with 
me on the manuscript. Impressed that he would take this sort of 
initiative, I agreed to the collaboration. 
Events unfolded pretty much as Simon and I discussed in that 
initial phone call. Simon started with the Maple computer files that 
we created at RPI and began writing the paper. I wrote some of the 
introduction in Connecticut. We communicated by e-mail. By 
January 1995, the manuscript was done and sent off to the C-ODE-
E journal. While we were waiting to hear the verdict, Simon was 
granted tenure at Penn State. A few months later, the paper was 
accepted for publication, and during my first semester at GVSU, 
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t h e  p a p e r ,  " T h e  L e a k y  T a n k "  ( A b o u f a d e l  &  T a v e n e r ,  1 9 9 6 ) ,  a p p e a r e d .  
N e e d l e s s  t o  s a y ,  I  w a s  p l e a s e d .  
R i g h t  a t  t h e  t i m e  t h a t  w e  r e c e i v e d  t h e  a c c e p t a n c e  l e t t e r ,  S i m o n  
c a l l e d  t o  c h a t  a n d  t o  t e l l  m e  t h a t  h e  w a s  t a k i n g  a  y e a r ' s  s a b b a t i c a l  i n  
E n g l a n d .  T h i s  t i m e  I  w a s  n o t  c o n c e r n e d  a b o u t  a  c o l l a b o r a t o r  f l y -
i n g  t o  E u r o p e .  
A d v i c e  a n d  C o n s e n t  
T h e s e  t w o  e x p e r i e n c e s  o f  a c a d e m i c  c o l l a b o r a t i o n  d i f f e r e d  i n  o u t -
c o m e ,  b u t  t h e r e  i s  a n o t h e r  c r i t i c a l  d i s t i n c t i o n .  S i m o n  a n d  I  f u n c -
t i o n e d  a s  e q u a l s  i n  o u r  w o r k  t o g e t h e r ,  a s  w e  w e r e  b o t h  t e n u r e - t r a c k  
p r o f e s s o r s  w h o  a t t e n d e d  t h e  s a m e  w o r k s h o p  a s  p a r t i c i p a n t s ,  a n d  w e  
s h a r e d  c e r t a i n  s h o r t - t e r m  c a r e e r  g o a l s .  O n  t h e  o t h e r  h a n d ,  b e f o r e  
w e  b e g a n  w r i t i n g  t h e  p a p e r  i n  1 9 9 2 ,  D r .  A u r u m  w a s  a t  t i m e s  b o t h  
m y  p r o f e s s o r  a n d  m y  b o s s .  T h o u g h  I  a p p r e c i a t e d  a l l  t h a t  I  l e a r n e d  
f r o m  h i m  a b o u t  m a t h e m a t i c s  e d u c a t i o n ,  w e  d e f i n i t e l y  h a d  d i f f e r e n t  
m o t i v a t i o n s .  A s  a  f u l l  p r o f e s s o r ,  D r .  A u r u m  d i d  n o t  s h a r e  m y  u r -
g e n c y  a b o u t  p u b l i s h i n g ,  a n d  i t  s e e m e d  t h e  o n l y  w a y  t o  c o m p l e t e  
t h e  m a n u s c r i p t  w a s  t o  f o l l o w  h i m  t o  u n i v e r s i t i e s  a r o u n d  t h e  w o r l d ,  
w h i c h  I  w a s  n o t ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  i n  a  p o s i t i o n  t o  d o .  
T h e r e  a r e  o t h e r  l e s s o n s  t o  l e a r n  f r o m  t h e s e  t w o  e x p e r i e n c e s .  
F i r s t  o f  a l l ,  I  d o n ' t  t h i n k  i t  i s  a  g o o d  i d e a  t o  g e t  t o  i n v o l v e d  i n  t h e  
" p u b l i s h  o r  p e r i s h "  m i n d s e t  w h e n  e n t e r i n g  a n  a c a d e m i c  c o l l a b o r a -
t i o n .  I n  b o t h  o f  t h e s e  e x a m p l e s ,  t h e  b e s t  p a r t  o f  t h e  e x p e r i e n c e  f o r  
m e  w a s  t h e  l e a r n i n g  o r  p r o b l e m  s o l v i n g ,  w h e t h e r  i t  w a s  a l g e b r a i c  
t o p o l o g y  o r  l e a k y  t a n k s .  T h e r e  i s  s o m e t h i n g  a b o u t  t h e  t e n u r e  p r o -
c e s s ,  t h o u g h ,  t h a t  c a n  m a k e  o n e  l o s e  s i g h t  o f  t h e  i n t e l l e c t u a l  a c c o m -
p l i s h m e n t s  o f  a  c o l l a b o r a t i v e  a c t i v i t y .  I t  i s  l i k e  t h e  b a r t e n d e r  w h o  
m e a s u r e s  w h e t h e r  o r  n o t  h e  h a s  d o n e  a  g o o d  j o b  b y  t h e  s i z e  o f  h i s  
t i p s .  
I f ,  a f t e r  t h i s  s o r t  o f  i n v e s t i g a t i o n ,  o n e  i s  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  p u b l i s h i n g  
a  p a p e r ,  m a k e  s u r e  y o u r  c o l l e a g u e  i s ,  t o o .  S t a r t  u p  a  c o n v e r s a t i o n  t o  
g e t  a  s e n s e  o f  t h e  m o t i v a t i o n  l e v e l  o f  y o u r  p o t e n t i a l  c o l l e a g u e .  F i n d  
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out what writing experience that person may have. Don't be afraid 
to ask questions, because, after all, writing a paper requires your 
consent. 
The most important lesson, though, is that it should be clear 
early on what the responsibility of each participant will be when it 
comes to writing the manuscript. It is not enough to say, "We'll 
work on it." Explore how you will work on it, and how long each of 
you expects the writing to take. If you figure it can be done in three 
weeks, and your colleague is reluctant to commit to anything less 
than a year, then maybe you should reconsider the decision to write 
together. Ultimately, it is nice to work with someone who has a 
similar working style, and it is a good idea to investigate each other's 
working traits before a lot of time is invested in a manuscript. 
Since arriving at GVSU, I have been a part of a few new collabo-
rations, all of which have gone relatively well, including research 
with undergraduates. I now draw upon my early experiences as a 
way to make these newer adventures productive and worthwhile. I 
also now know some questions to ask the next time a colleague says 
he is flying to Europe. + 
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